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Foreward 


Among the many people emigrating to Canada in 
recent years from the Orient are the Cambodians. 
This booklet has been published in the hope that 
you will understand their culture, religion and 


family structure. 


This information is chiefly based on material 
prepared by the Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 


Service, New York. 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2023 with funding from 
University of Toronto 


https://archive.org/details/31/6111/080499 
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A BRIEF HISTORY 


Cambodia, now shrunk to a tiny country in Southeast Asia, was 
once a huge empire at the peak of its civilization. The famous 
temples at Angkor, built in the eleventh century, are still present 


today to testify to the greatness of Cambodia's culture. 


The period of greatness, the Angkor period (802-1432 A.D.), was 
the peak of the Khmer Empire which stretched from the Annam chain to 
the Gulf of Siam. The famous temple of Angkor Wat, erected during the 
thirteenth century, has become a national symbol, a sketch of which is 


a prominent feature of the national flag. 


Tracing the origins of the Khmer (Cambodian) people is difficult. 
They are sometimes said to be of Indian origin. Other theories state 
that tribesmen of Indonesian origin originally inhabited the land 
and invasions followed from Southern India, Java and China. The Khmer 
people seem to be the result of the union of the local tribesmen with 


successive invaders and migrating peoples. 


The country was most recently dominated by the French and the 


Japanese. Independence came in 1953. 
According to legend, a leader of the Khmer dynasty was Kambu 


Svayambhuva. "Kambuja" (hence the French "Cambodge" and the English 


"Cambodia") is traceable to his name. 


THE CAMBODIAN PEOPLE: AN OVERVIEW 


Ninety percent of Cambodians are farmers. The land is so fertile 


that Cambodians have seldom known starvation during normal times. 
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Cambodian society, by tradition, has four main occupational 
levels: government, bureaucracy, clergy and peasantry. There has 
been very little intermingling by marriage but taboos have loosened 


somewhat since the French left the country. 


There is a distinct ranking system. These systems are important 
to Cambodians and rank is continuously displayed in the use of titles 


and formal patterns of respect and behaviour. 


Crimes of violence such as assault, murder and rape are extremely 


rare. Temperance, thrift and self-discipline are stressed. 


In physical appearance, Cambodians are often quite different from 
other Asians who have almond eyes, straight hair and olive 
complexions. Some Cambodians have round eyes, wavy hair, darker skin 


and robust builds. 


Language 


"Khmer" is the name of the Cambodian language. It is written in 
an oriental script rather than in Roman characters. The language is 
non-tonal and has 33 elements in its alphabet. Today, the Cambodian 


language is spoken by the 7,000,000 Khmer in Cambodia. 


The Pali and Sanskrit languages are also used. However, both of 
these languages are confined to the Buddhist community. Pali is the 
sacred language of Therevada Buddhism and appears in religious texts. 


Sanskrit is reserved almost exclusively for religious scholarship. 


French was introduced as an official language shortly after 1863 


when the nation became a French colony. 
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Names 


Cambodian names are translatable into things of beauty (for 
women) and virtues (for men). Given names are often chosen by an 
astrologer. A name is personalized for each person. This explains 
why a person is called by his personal name. For official use, he is 
called by the family name which comes first, followed by the given 


name. 
The full name is written in this order: 
Family Name Given Name 


Mr. Vong Sararith (He is called Mr. Sararith, or 


Mr. Vong Sararith.) 


Mrs. Vong Maly 
Maiden name: Chan Maly (She is called Mrs. Vong Maly.) 


Different names may be used in different situations. It isa 
good idea to ask your Cambodian friend which name he or she prefers. 
FAMILY, RELIGION AND SOCTAL VALUES 
Family 

In recent years, many Cambodians have been uprooted and torn away 
from their families due to war and upheaval. This has had enormous 
impact because Cambodians give their first loyalty to their family. 


The family has first claim on them. 


Throughout his life, typical Cambodian families have worked 


together, lived together, and met together for traditional 
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observances. People looked first to their families for help and 


counsel in times of personal crisis. 


The Cambodian family structure is paternal. Individuals are 
identified hy their connections through the father and the father's 
male line. A married woman joins the family of her husband, and after 
her death it is in his family rather than her own that her soul is 


venerated. 


The traditional Cambodian household consists of three 
generations: usually a senior couple, a married son with his wife and 


children and the senior couple's unmarried children. 


Religion 


Therevada Buddhism is practised in Cambodia. Because a Cambodian 
Buddhist believes he may possibly be reborn in some form, he is 
reluctant to harm any living thing. Although devout Cambodian 
Buddhists will eat meat, they will not commit the act of animal 


slaughter. This is left to others. 


Buddhism rejects killing, stealing, lying, gambling, being 
unchaste or taking strong drink. Buddhism teaches Cambodians to be 


quiet, speak softly and to move lightly. 
Marriage 
A wise Cambodian wife, although she appears to hold a secondary 


position to that of her husband and elders of the family, actually 


comes to wield great influence. 
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After a young man and woman have courted, it is the family of the 
groom which approaches the family of the girl to discuss marriage. 
The groom's family will be interested in the girl's character, her 
ability to perform household tasks and the social reputation and 
medical history of her family. The girl's family will be concerned 


with the groom's character and family background. 


Position of Men and Women 


Elders, males, and persons of superior position are honoured and 
respected. The younger is submissive to the elder, the female to the 
male. Great respect is given men, especially elder men, and to the 
head of the lineage who traditionally helps to make all important 
decisions for all family members. Throughout her marriage, a woman is 
expected to be dutiful and respectful toward both her husband and his 
parents. Nonetheless, a wife retains her own identity and, with the 
passage of time, her role in family affairs increases. In most cases, 


it is the wife who wields control over the family budget. 


Child Care and Training 


The birth of) a male’ child’ is an important occasion. It° assures 
that the family name will be preserved. Whether the child be a boy or 


girl, it is a happy event marked by celebrations and ceremonies. 


There are different ways of raising a child and a boy is soon 
taught his superior position. Older boys often expect to be waited on 


by their sisters and younger siblings. 
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Children are given affection by being held frequently. They are 
not encouraged to walk as early or as much as many North American 
children. Love is expressed by talking gently to the child and 
through close physical contact and affection. Older children, 
especially girls, are expected to look after the younger children. 
Cambodian children are very adept at squatting and can assume that 


position for long periods. 


Spanking and slapping a child' hand are seldom practised at a 


young age. Instead, the children are spoken to in a soft, firm tone. 


Waving motion: Trying to call a Cambodian child by beckoning with 
the fingers while the palm is up will baffle him and be looked upon as 
rude by the parents. It is best to have the palm down and motion them 


by pawing with your fingers. 


Toilet Training and Cleanliness: Some Cambodian children may be 
unfamiliar with modern North American plumbing. A flush toilet may 
frighten a young child and it would help to show the child how it 


works. 


You may notice a Cambodian mother washing or wiping a child's 
tongue with a lemon or salt solution. This is done until the child is 


old enough to brush its own teeth. 


Clothes: The Cambodian child's clothing resembles what is worn in 
Canada although, instead of wearing dresses, the girls tend more 
frequently to wear a blouse and loose pants which resemble pyjamas. 
Babies will frequently not wear diapers. Little children in Cambodia 
are not used to wearing socks and shoes. Often they will play 
barefooted outside. It may take them a while to be comfortable in 


shoes all day long. 


Personal Characteristics and Social Pattern 


Class Structure: Cambodians tend to be class conscious and aware 
of each other's status. Upper class Cambodians may be reluctant to 
associate with lower class Cambodians and the same holds true for 


letting their children play together. 


Formality: If a Cambodian is invited somewhere he will often say 
"No" because he does not wish to appear overeager initially. If you 


ask him two or three times, he may accept. 


A Cambodian will sometimes say "Yes" because he is only trying to 
be polite and does not wish to offend you. His smile may mean 


politeness or a desire to please. 


Cambodians are usually gentle, sympathetic, polite and reluctant 
to show anger or displeasure in a direct manner. They are deeply 


religious in many instances and tend to be conservative. 


"Dutch treat" invitations are rare among Cambodians. Unless it 
is otherwise made quite plain, it is assumed that any suggestion to 
eat together is an offer to assume all the cost. An offer to pay 


one's own portion of the bill may offend a Cambodian host. 


Even at informal dinners, the younger and lower status 
individuals will not begin eating before their elders or "superiors" 


have begun. 


Social Harmony: Tf a Cambodian fails to show up for an 
appointment or if he doesn't follow through on a plan, it does not 
mean he is irresponsible. He may simply be saying "no", indirectly, 


to spare embarrassment to both parties. 
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The value placed on harmony is expressed through the use of 
delicacy, tact, politeness and gentleness. When an arrangement is to 
be made between two individuals or interested groups, for example, it 
is customary to hire an intermediary to conduct the negotiations so as 
to minimize the possibilities for friction. An intermediary is 
usually emploved, for instance, when a marriage is to be arranged 
poeneen a potential bride and bridegroom who are unknown to each 
other. By avoiding a face-to-face confrontation until both parties 
have agreed to the contract, either partner, if he or she so desires, 


ean ease out of the situation gracefully with no offense to the other. 


Similarly, in line with philosophical harmony, Cambodians prefer 
to work things out informally and shun litigation. To avoid offending 
others, Cambodians are careful to behave modestly. Bragging and 


boasting are strongly disapproved. 


Self Control: Self control demands restraint in conduct. 
Cambodians tend to keep their voices low. They prefer people who are 


gentle, amiable and polite. 


While handshaking is accepted among men, it is usually better if 


the man waits until a woman has offered her hand. 


Do not pat a child on the head, as Cambodians look upon this as 


offensive. 


It is important not to offer a child money, candy or a gift 


unless the parents are asked first. 
A few more points of a personal nature: 


Speaking English: When speaking to a Cambodian in English, use a 
Slow, soft voice and avoid using slang or idioms which may confuse 
him. 


Cultural Shock: Cambodians may experience cultural shock after 
their first six months. They suddenly realize they are in a new world 


where they will have to cope and may never see their homeland again. 


Banking: Newly arrived Cambodians may appreciate being made aware 


of banking facilities and services. 


Appliances: As thermostats, central heating, and possibly washers 
and dryers are unfamiliar to most Cambodians, they may need help in 


learning how to operate them. 


Visiting: Cambodians generally leave their shoes at the door when 
visiting. They do not object, however, if others leave their shoes 
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Locked doors: In Cambodia, particularly in the country, doors and 
windows are unlocked all day. One sees and hears the neighbors all 
the time. By contrast, some Cambodians are astonished when they come 


to Canada and find most neighborhoods quiet. 


Salutations: Among themselves, Cambodians use the terms "Older 
Brother," "Younger Brother," "Uncle,", "Aunt", or "Grandfather" and 
"Grandmother," etc. much more than the first names, even in these 


persons are strangers to them. 


Afternoon nap: Because it is so hot back home, Cambodians are 
accustomed to having a nap after lunch. They generally will not have 
need of it here, but it may take them a little while, in summer, to 


shake the habit. 
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Socializing: Some Cambodians may surprise Canadians by arriving 
at a party without their wives. In Cambodia, the male frequently goes 
out alone leaving his wife to tend home and children. Many Cambodians 
take the liberty of visiting friends and relatives without advance 
notice or invitation. This is partially because telephone service may 


be poor or non existent back home. 


Knowledge of Canada: The average Cambodian knows little about 
Canada. They may believe most Canadians are rich, open-minded and 


very informal. 


Cambodian refugees may be astonished at how large the country is. 
They are amazed at how tall the buildings are and how busy the 


automobile expressways. 


The refugee will note that people in the country have more time 


to be friendly. 


Cambodians may also feel that Canadians are occupied with wanting 
to compete or improve and some do not seem to have time to enjoy life 


until they retire. 


In Cambodia people are more neighborly but this seems sometimes 
difficult in Canada where there is a different attitude toward 


privacy. 


The long hair on Canadian teenagers may tend to make Cambodians 
look upon them as hippies. Cambodian parents of teenage daughters may 
also tend to worry about the relative freedom enjoyed by Canadian 
teenagers compared with the stricter discipline which exists back 


home. 


Sports: The most popular sports in Cambodia are soccer, boxing, 


basketball, volleyball, bicycle and boat racing. 
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SCHOOLING AND EDUCATION 


Cambodians are class-conscious and place a great deal of emphasis 
on education because it offers young people a chance to advance 


through the ranks and to better themselves in a career. 


Education in Cambodia was organized along the lines of the French 
school system. Completion of 12 years of elementary and secondary 
school led to the baccalaureate examination which qualified successful 
students for entrance to colleges and universities in Cambodia or 
abroad. The Chinese established their own schools where it was 


possible. 


Recently arrived school-age Cambodian children should be given time 


to adjust to their new surroundings before being placed in school. 


Children under 12 will generally adapt to the Canadian school 
system within a few months. It may take teenagers longer because of 


language problems. 


It may be wise to start children in school at a grade or two lower 
than their chronological age, with the possibility of allowing them to 
take two grades a year when they have sufficient language and 
background to move ahead. Special language training may solve the 


problem. 


As a child grows older, he may become more self-conscious over his 
inability to speak perfect English and he may indicate that he 
understands his studies at school even though he does not. This 


should be discussed with the teachers. 
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CLIMATE AND LIVING CONDITIONS 


The cold winter weather in most parts of Canada will pose a major 
adjustment for most Cambodians. Many of them will have to be shown 
how to dress for winter for they come from a climate where the 


temperature is fairly constant (25 to 30C/77 to 86F). 


Compared to the living conditions many of the refugees left behind, 
they will be more than happy to live in whatever accommodation is 
found for them, within reason. For example, a family of six or eight 
might not object to starting out in a two bedroom flat. Their 


furniture requirements will also be modest. 


Sleeping customs: You may have to show some refugees how to get 
into bed. In the hot climate back home, they are not accustomed to 
sleeping under a sheet and blanket. In cooler weather, they likely 
sleep with their street clothes on because blankets are not needed 
most of the year. Cambodians tend to sleep on a hard surface and may 


not care for soft, springy beds. 


FOOD AND A BASIC SHOPPING LIST 


Most refugees will have to be introduced to supermarket shopping as 
large stores of this type are normally not found back home. 
Cambodians eat a great deal of rice. The basic foods are fish and 
rice. They also like a lot of fresh vegetables, fish sauce, soy bean 
sauce, pork and beef. Cambodians also prefer a spoon to chopsticks. 


Some others might prefer to eat with their fingers. 
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A Basic Shopping List For a Cambodian Family 


Rice 


Whole wheat flour 


White flour 
Fish 

Dried fish 
Chicken 
Duck 

Pork 

Green beans 
Beef 

Eggs 
Vegetables 
Potatoes 
Onions 
Lemons 


Fruits 


Bread (especially French bread) 


Cereal 

Fish sauce 
Soy sauce 
Fish paste ("Prahoc" if available) 
Sugar 

Salt 
Pimento 
Pepper 
Cooking oil 
Fruit juice 
Milk 

Tea 

Coffee 
Sodas 


Ginger 


THE CAMBODIAN WORK FORCE AND ECONOMY 


By western standards, Cambodia is a poor country. Years of 


upheaval have led to many people becoming uprooted. 


Relationships between employers and workers are traditionally 


paternalistic. 


usually staffed by relatives. 


Most small enterprises are family businesses and are 


Many of the Chinese minority also 


worked in enterprises of this kind. 
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Women represent a large proportion of the labour force. In recent 
years many women have been forced to support their families as their 
husbands and male relatives have been killed in battles or conscripted 


into military service. 


In the retail business, bargaining for anything from vegetables to 
an appliance is the rule. The fixed price as we know it in the 
western world is relatively little known in Cambodia and refugees may 
have to be told about how fixed prices pertain to most consumer goods 


here. 


POLITICAL ORIENTATION 


Although the majority of Cambodians live in rural areas most 
refugees come from cities or towns. The rural Cambodian knows little 
about representative government and tends to shun involvement with 
political matters, for government suggests authority and taxes. The 
more urban sophisticate is often familiar with constitutional matters 


and democratic ideals. 
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